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Firearm violence remains 
an important problem, and 
a large body of evidence 
shows that guns used in 
crime follow generally pre- 
dictable paths from manu- 
facturer to criminal end 
user. 

Policy initiatives based on 
that evidence have been 
shown to be effective. A re- 
cently published study con- 
ducted by a leading policy 
organization presents new 
evidence and makes specific 
recommendations for action 
by state-level policymakers. 

Unfortunately, the study’s 
analysis is overly simplified, 
and the recommendations 
are therefore misleading. 
We suggest alternatives that 
are evidence based. (Am J 
Public Health. 2011;101:e1-e3. 
doi:10.2105/AJPH.201 1.300238) 
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FIREARM VIOLENCE REMAINS 
a pressing public health and public 
safety problem. In the United 
States, an estimated 326 090 vio- 
lent crimes were committed with 
firearms in 2009." An estimated 
11406 people died as a result of 
firearm homicides that year, and 
another 44 466 people were esti- 
mated to have been treated in 
hospital emergency departments 
for gunshot wounds sustained in 
firearm assaults.” 


WHERE CRIME GUNS 
COME FROM 


Since the 1970s, studies by the 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Fire- 
arms and Explosives (ATF)*° 
and academic researchers” 
have shown that guns used in 
crime follow generally predictable 
paths from manufacture to crimi- 
nal use. These studies have relied 
on crime gun tracing, conducted 
by ATF, which tracks a gun used 
in crime from its manufacturer to 
its first retail purchaser.’ 

Among the principal findings of 
these studies are the following. 
First, new guns figure dispropor- 
tionately in crime, and this is 
particularly important for guns 
that are thought to have been 
trafficked, that is, acquired with 
criminal intent and transported, 
often across state lines, for crimi- 
nal purposes.*”* Second, some 
licensed firearm retailers are dis- 
proportionately frequent sources 
of crime guns; these retailers are 
linked to more guns traced by 
ATF than would be expected from 
their overall volume of gun 


sales.!4'5 
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Third, under test conditions 
significant proportions of licensed 
retailers and private-party gun 
sellers will knowingly participate 
in illegal gun sales.'"'$ Fourth, on 
average, about one third of guns 
used in crime in any community 
are acquired in that community, 
another third come from else- 
where in the same state, and 
a third are brought from other 
states.” Finally, there are long- 
standing interstate trafficking 
routes for crime guns, typically 
from states with relatively lax gun 
regulations to others where guns 
are more difficult to acquire. The 
best known of these routes is the 
“Tron Pipeline” from the Southeast 
to the Middle Atlantic and New 
England. 


EFFECTIVE MEASURES 


It also appears that state laws 
regulating gun commerce can af- 
fect gun trafficking and reduce the 
incidence of illegal and high-risk 
gun sales. Laws regulating gun 
retailers and laws requiring back- 
ground checks for all sales of 
handguns—wherever those sales 
may occur, and including sales by 
private parties—are independently 
associated with reductions in in- 
trastate gun trafficking.”° 

California requires background 
checks for all gun sales (handguns, 
rifles, and shotguns are treated 
equally). These background 
checks are associated with a 25% 
to 30% reduction in risk of arrest 
for later crimes involving guns or 
violence on the part of the pro- 
hibited individuals who are de- 
tected and whose purchases are 


denied.?°*" California also directly 
regulates gun shows and gun re- 
tailers. Together with the back- 
ground check requirements, these 
policies have measurable and 
beneficial effects at gun shows,” 
including a reduced incidence of 
the illegal, surrogate gun pur- 
chases (known as “straw” pur- 
chases) that are an important sup- 
ply source for gun trafficking 


operations.”° 


A PROBLEMATIC 
NEW STUDY 


The newest study focusing on 
crime guns is Trace the Guns, an 
analysis of the effectiveness of 
state laws in controlling interstate 
gun trafficking by the advocacy 
group Mayors Against Illegal 
Guns.** Led by Michael Bloom- 
berg of New York City and 
Thomas Menino of Boston, Mas- 
sachusetts, Mayors Against Illegal 
Guns represents more than 500 
elected officials from across the 
country. The study generated 
substantial media attention?>°° 
and may be influential in the 
public health community and 
among policymakers. Unfortu- 
nately, it contains important flaws 
that result in misleading conclu- 
sions. 

Trace the Guns relies on two 
principal measurements. One is 
each state’s crime gun export rate: 
the number of guns sold in that 
state (with the size of the state’s 
population taken into account) 
and later traced by ATF after use 
in crime elsewhere. The other is 
whether and to what extent a state 
is a net exporter or importer of 
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crime guns (ie., of the guns that 
cross its borders and are used in 
crime later, how many more or 
fewer guns go out than come in). 

The study compared states with 
and without each of 10 gun con- 
trol laws with respect to the states’ 
performance on these measure- 
ments. It concluded that “[e]ach of 
the ten laws are strongly associ- 
ated with lower crime gune [sic] 
export rates.”**”! That conclu- 
sion is misleading in its implication 
that each law has an independent 
effect on crime gun exports. Such 
a determination could be made 
only if the effect of each law were 
assessed while controlling for the 
potential effects of the others, as 
demonstrated by Webster et al. in 
the case of intrastate trafficking.® 
This approach was not taken in 
Trace the Guns, and as pointed 
out in the report, states with low 
crime gun export rates had adop- 
ted on average 8.4 of the 10 gun 
control laws assessed in the study. 
As presented in the report, an 
analysis of the effect of any single 
gun control law is actually an 
analysis of the combined effects of 
all gun control laws adopted by 
the states that had adopted the 
single law in question and of any 
other differences between those 
states and others. 

In addition, Trace the Guns in- 
correctly combined 16 states’ 
widely varying requirements for 
background checks on private- 
party gun sales into a single cate- 
gory: the requirement for back- 
ground checks on private-party 
sales of handguns at gun shows. 
On the basis of results for all 16 
states, the report concluded that 
a handgun-only, gun show—only 
requirement for background 
checks reduces a state’s impor- 
tance as a source of crime guns. 
However, only two states have in 
place precisely that requirement 
(not four, as claimed in the report). 
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Those states, Colorado and Oregon, 
are identified in the report as net 
exporters of crime guns and have 
crime gun export rates that rank in 
the middle of the 50 states. 

Other states have more inclu- 
sive background check require- 
ments, including six states that 
mandate background checks for 
all private-party gun sales, wher- 
ever those sales occur. Of those six 
states—California, Hawaii, Illinois, 
Massachusetts, New Jersey, and 
Rhode Island—all but Hawaii were 
found in Trace the Guns to be 
net importers of crime guns, and 
all six were among the 10 states 
with the lowest crime gun export 
rates. The report’s endorsement of 
a background check requirement 
only for handgun sales at gun 
shows is based on a faulty analysis. 
The finding on which that en- 
dorsement is based is actually 
attributable to states that have 
adopted universal background 
check requirements. 


MOVING FORWARD 


We agree entirely with the 
Trace the Guns researchers and 
Mayors Against Illegal Guns that 
our current level of firearm vio- 
lence is intolerable. Efforts to ad- 
dress the problem must rest on 
a solid foundation of scientific 
evidence. A requirement that all 
gun sales include a background 
check on the prospective pur- 
chaser and comprehensive state- 
level regulation of firearm retailers 
are among the well-supported op- 
portunities for action by state-level 
policymakers. & 


About the Authors 


Garen J. Wintemute is with the Violence 
Prevention Research Program and the 
Department of Emergency Medicine, 
University of California, Davis, School of 
Medicine, Sacramento. Anthony A. Braga 
is with the School of Criminal Justice, 
Rutgers University, Newark, Nj, and the 


e2 | Commentary | Peer Reviewed | Wintemute and Braga 


Kennedy School of Government, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, MA. 

Correspondence should be sent to Garen J. 
Wintemute, MD, MPH, Violence Prevention 
Research Program, Western Fairs Building, 
2315 Stockton Blud, Sacramento, CA 
95817 (e-mail: gjwintemute@ucdavis.edu). 
Reprints can be ordered at http://www. 
ajph.org by clicking the “Reprints/Eprints” 
link. 

This commentary was accepted April 6, 

2011. 


Contributors 

G.J. Wintemute led the conceptualization 
of and drafted the article. A.A. Braga 
assisted with the conceptualization of and 
contributed to the article. 


Acknowledgments 
This work was supported in part by grants 
from the California Wellness Foundation 
(grant 2010-067). 

Note. The funders played no role in 
the conceptualization or writing of this 
article. 


References 


1. Truman JL, Rand MR. Criminal 
Victimization, 2008. Washington, DC: 
Bureau of Justice Statistics; 2010. NCJ 
publication 231327. 


2. Kochanek KD, Xu J, Murphy SL, 
Minino AM, Kung H- C. Deaths: prelimi- 
nary data for 2009. Natl Vital Stat Rep. 
March 16, 2011;59(4). 


3. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. Nonfatal injury data. Available 
at: http://www.cdc.gov/injury/wisqars/ 
nonfatal.html. Accessed May 12, 2011. 


4. Project Identification: A Study of 

Handguns Used in Crime. Washington, 
DC: Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and 
Firearms; 1976. 


5. Concentrated Urban Enforcement: An 
Analysis of the Initial Year of Operation 
CUE in the Cities of Washington D.C., 
Boston, Mass., Chicago, Ill. Washington, 
DC: Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and 
Firearms; 1977. 


6. Crime Gun Trace Analysis Reports: 
The Illegal Youth Firearms Markets in 17 
Communities. Washington, DC: Bureau of 
Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms; 1997. 


7. Crime Gun Trace Analysis Reports: 
The Illegal Youth Firearms Markets in 27 
Communities. Washington, DC: Bureau of 
Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms; 1999. 


8. Crime Gun Trace Reports (1999): 
National Report. Washington, DC: Bureau 
of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms; 2000. 


9. Crime Gun Trace Reports (2000): 
National Report. Washington, DC: Bureau 
of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms; 2002. 


10. Zimring FE. Street crime and new 
guns: some implications for firearms con- 
trol. J Crim Justice. 1976;4(2):95-107. 


11. Pierce GL, Braga AA, Hyatt RR, 
Koper CS. Characteristics and dynamics 
of illegal firearms markets: implications 
for a supply-side enforcement strategy. 
Justice Q. 2004;21(2):391-422. 


12. Wintemute GJ, Romero MP, Wright 
MA, Grassel KM. The life cycle of crime 
guns: a description based on guns recov- 
ered from young people in California. 
Ann Emerg Med. 2004;43(6):733-742. 


13. Cook PJ, Braga AA. Comprehensive 
firearms tracing: strategic and investiga- 
tive uses of new data on firearms markets. 
Ariz Law Rev. 2001;43(2):277-309. 


14. Wintemute GJ. Risk factors among 
handgun retailers for frequent and dis- 
proportionate sales of guns used in violent 
and firearm related crimes. Inj Prev. 
2005;11(6):357-363. 


15. Koper CS. Crime Gun Risk Factors: 
Buyer, Seller, Firearm, and Transaction 
Characteristics Associated With Gun Traf- 
ficking and Criminal Gun Use. Philadel- 
phia, PA: Jerry Lee Center of Criminol- 
ogy; 2007. 


16. Sorenson SB, Vittes KA. Buying 

a handgun for someone else: firearm re- 
tailer willingness to sell. Inj Prev. 2003; 
9(2):147-150. 


17. Wintemute G. Firearm retailers’ 
willingness to participate in an illegal gun 
purchase. J Urban Health. 2010;87(5): 
865-878. 


18. City of New York. Gun show un- 
dercover: report on illegal sales at 

gun shows. Available at: http://www. 
gunshowundercover.org. Accessed May 
12, 2011. 


19. Webster DW, Vernick JS, Bulzaccelli 
MT. Effects of state-level firearm seller 
accountability policies on firearm traf- 
ficking. J Urban Health. 2009;86(4):525- 
537. 


20. Wright MA, Wintemute GJ, Rivara F. 
Effectiveness of a program to deny legal 
handgun purchase to persons believed to 
be at high risk for firearm violence. Am J 
Public Health. 1999;89(1):88-90. 


21. Wintemute GJ, Wright MA, Drake 
CM, Beaumont JJ. Subsequent criminal 
activity among violent misdemeanants 
who seek to purchase handguns: risk 
factors and effectiveness of denying 
handgun purchase. JAMA. 2001;285(8): 
1019-1026. 


22. Wintemute GJ. Gun shows across 
a multistate American gun market: ob- 
servational evidence of the effects of 
regulatory policies. Inj Prev. 2007;13(3): 
150-156. 


23. Following the Gun: Enforcing Federal 
Laws Against Firearms Traffickers. Wash- 


American Journal of Public Health | September 2011, Vol 101, No. 9 


ington, DC: Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 
and Firearms; 2000. 


24. Mayors Against Illegal Guns. Trace 
the guns: the link between gun laws and 
interstate gun trafficking. Available at: 
http://www .tracetheguns.org/report.pdf. 
Accessed May 12, 2011. 


25. Lichtblau E. Lax state gun laws tied 
to crimes in other states. New York Times. 
Available at: http://www.nytimes.com/ 
2010/09/27/us/politics/27guns.html. 
Accessed May 12, 2011. 


26. Green F. Study finds Va. guns often 
used in out-of-state crimes. Available at: 
http://www.mayorsagainstillegalguns.org/ 
html/media-center/richmond_092810. 
shtml. Accessed May 12, 2011. 


27. Taylor G. Study shows gun trafficking 
flowing across state lines. Orlando Sentinel. 
Available at: http://www.orlandosentinel. 
com/news/local/breakingnews/os-florida- 
illegal-guns-09272010,0,72484:story. 
Accessed May 12, 2011. 


28. Trekking north: most guns recovered 
from crime scenes come from ten lax 
states. The Economist. Available at: http:// 
www.economist.com/node/17151375? 
story_id= 17151375. Accessed May 12, 
2011. 


29. Fenton J. Md. among leaders in guns 
from other states used in crime. Baltimore 
Sun. Available at: http://www.baltimoresun. 
com/news/maryland/politics/bs-md- 
mayors-track-guns-20101001,0,7847106. 
story. Accessed May 12, 2011. 


30. Lax and lethal [editorial]. New York 
Times. Available at: http://www.nytimes. 
com/2010/10/04/opinion/04mon3.html. 
Accessed May 12, 2011. 


| COMMENTARY 


September 2011, Vol 101, No.9 | American Journal of Public Health 


Wintemute and Braga | Peer Reviewed | Commentary | e3 


